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Chapter 3 - Methods 

3.0 - Rationale 

In order to address the aims and research questions of this project a multiple case 

study qualitative approach was chosen using in-depth or ethnographic open ended 

interviews. The qualitative nature of the investigation captures and communicates 

the inmate’s experiences using their own words (Patton, 2002). In contrast to 

quantitative research which is systematic and standardised, qualitative findings 

provide longer, more detailed and varied data. The benefits of such data are that it 

provides the researcher with a means of understanding the world through the eyes of 

participants (Patton, 2002). Their thoughts and opinions, and the ways in which they 

have organised their world. In addition the interviewing process does not eliminate 

those with reading or writing difficulties. This population often has relatively low basic 

skills acquisition which may lead to fear of forms such as surveys (Devlin, 1998).  

The one to one interview allows full concentration from the researcher and a relaxed 

environment for the interviewee. Ziebland and Wright (1997) and Fitzpatrick and 

Boulton (1994) have identified that one to one interviews are the most effective way 

to exploring the issues in greater depth. 

A multiple case study has been defined by Denzin and Lincoln (2005) as a number 

of cases being studied jointly in order to investigate a population. The authors further 

state that the aim of such studies is to gain a better understanding or even theorising 

about an even larger population. 

3.1 - Ethical Approval 

After constructing a proposal of the research, ethical approval from two ethics 

committees was given; 

• The Research Ethics Committee at Faculty of Applied and Health Sciences,  

University of Chester.  

• Her Majesty’s Prison Service Research Application reviewed by The National 

Research Committee and Research, Development & Statistics – National 

Offender Management Service 
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During the ethics application process, permission was attained from the Governor 

and the manager of the Physical Education department of Drake Hall. The research 

proposal was also sent to the Area Psychology Team (West Midlands) for approval. 

The process for ethical approval to conduct this research may be found at 

www.hmprisonservice.gov.uk/resourcecentre/research/. 

 

3.2 - Researchers Previous Experience with Drake Hall 
At this point it is important to position the researcher’s interest in sport, exercise and 

physical education in a female prison. In 1999 the researcher spent six months in 

Drake Hall. During the time in Drake Hall, the researcher took a keen interest in 

participating in the activities on offer at Drake Hall gym. Therefore an awareness of 

the physical education unit at Drake Hall and the experiences of being an inmate 

allowed an increased understanding of the prison processes. During this study the 

interviewees were not aware of the researchers past; however, some inmates at the 

end of the interview questioned the interest of the researcher in the topic area and 

were then informed. 

3.3 – Background information of Drake Hall and the Gym Environment 

Drake Hall is a semi closed prison which is a place where women go towards the 

end of their sentence. Part of the role in Drake Hall is to prepare inmates for their 

release. Therefore the standard and level of education and facilities in the 

establishment is catered for the rehabilitation of prisoners ready for their release. All 

the inmates had plans or had already undertaken training courses for use as a 

career upon release. Many of the inmates had already set plans in motion to apply 

for voluntary and paid work experience. When reading this research it is important to 

understand that each prison, depending on their category, will cater for different 

stages of an inmate’s sentence. For instance if a remand closed prison was 

investigated the ethos of the gym environment would be considerably different.  

In addition the gym environment is very relaxed and staff presence is not so much of 

an official position but more as a managerial role. The inmates look to the staff for 

guidance and support on exercise and sport issues, as well as lifestyle management. 

The gym orderlies have a very similar role to a leisure assistant you would find in a 
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gym in the outside community.  Their duties include cleaning, supervising activities, 

teaching exercise classes and administration. They are involved in health and safety, 

booking inmates for activities, promotion and planning future sessions. The more 

training courses they complete the larger the inmates’ teaching role becomes. The 

inmates have a very active input into the running of the gym. 

3.4 - Participants 

Nine female inmates from HMP Drake Hall and Young offenders Institution in 

Eccleshaw, Staffordshire were selected on the day of the visit to the prison by 

Physical Education Officers ( PEO’s). This method was used as the PEO’s were in a 

position to identify inmates who met the criteria and due to the semi-open nature of 

the prison the inmates could be called from their places of work at various intervals. 

The work supervisors were approached first to ensure minimal disruption to the 

workplace.  The inmates were selected according to the following criteria: 

• Female 

• Aged between 21 and 40 years  

• Have been in Drake Hall for two or more months 

• Attend gym sessions either for sport, physical education or exercise more 

than three times a week. 

3.5 - Recruitment 

Purposive sampling was chosen to select participants according to who, in the 

researchers judgement would provide rich data related to the study question. This 

enabled the researcher to achieve an information rich population which can then 

offer useful manifestations of the phenomenon of interest. This method of selection 

has been used successfully by Plugge et al., (2006) when selecting female inmate 

participants for a ‘Health of Women in Prison’ study. The inmates which participate in 

sport, exercise and PE are the case study and the phenomenon under investigation 

is the effects of participation on their knowledge of health and fitness and the 

opinions of the prisoners on its use in the outside world and as part of their own 

rehabilitation process. The open-ended interviews provided direct quotations from 
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the inmates about their thoughts, experiences, opinions, feelings and knowledge 

(Patton, 2002) these quotations provided the raw data necessary for analysis.  

Consultation with the head of the PE department at Drake Hall enabled recruitment 

of prisoners which met the criteria of the study. The following documentation was 

submitted to the research committees, area psychology team and the governor.  The 

head of the PE department was also sent the documentation so the staff were  fully 

aware of the research which was to be undertaken and to ease the recruitment 

process: 

• Letter of invitation for the potential inmate interviewee; 

• Participant information sheet for the potential inmate interviewee stating the 

purpose of the study, why they were selected and an explanation that 

participation was voluntary and the interview could be stopped at any point. 

• Semi-structured Interview schedule for the researcher to be used as a guide 

during the interviews; 

• Participant selection criteria to be used by PEO’s in the selection of likely 

interviewees; 

• Consent form to be completed by the interviewee. 

(See appendices for these documents) 

All interviews were conducted on one day instead of the planned two days due to 

staff shortage on the second day. The interviews did not have a time limit, once the 

interview was completed the PEO would be informed and another participant was 

called to a room above the gym where the interview took place.  The interviewees 

were selected by both staff and other inmates who identified women who fulfilled the 

selection criteria. Three distinct types of gym users were identified; those who were 

gym orderlies (n=3), those who used the facilities on a regular basis (n= 5) and one 

inmate who used to be a gym orderly but was currently undertaking a BSc in Sport 

Psychology at the local university. This inmate, Norma, would attend university in the 

daytime hours, returning to prison at 7pm. Once the women arrived they read the 

letter of invitation and the information sheet and signed a consent form before the 

interview process began. During the interview there was only the researcher and the 

participant present, the door was left unlocked and there was PEOs on the other 
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side. All participants were asked if they understood the interview process and were 

asked if they had further questions before, during and after the interview. Only one 

prisoner declined the invitation to participate in the interview, all others agreed to 

take part. 

The interviewees were not asked about their offences or how long they had been in 

prison due to confidentiality and the risk of making the participants feel like their 

criminal activity was in question. They were asked if they were between the ages of 

21 and 40 and if they had been in Drake hall for more than two months, they did not 

state their full name and were simply asked what name they would like to be referred 

to during the interview. In order to further protect the identity of the inmates 

pseudonyms were used in the text of this study. 

There was an unfortunate occurrence of two interviews being interrupted.  The 

participant and I were required to move rooms during the interview due to demands 

for the room. The new interview room was an office next to the main gym. In order to 

regain the flow of the interview, the participant was asked to remember their trail of 

thought and on resuming the interview briefly recapped the previous minutes.    

All interviews were recorded in duplicate on an MP3 player and an Olympus 

Pearlcorder S700, microcassette Recorder. A new tape was used for each interview. 

The data was then kept in a secure environment for data protection. 

3.6 - Interview Schedule 

The open-ended interviews followed a semi-structured interview schedule (see 

appendix) designed using guidelines from Cohen, Manion & Morrison (2000), Maykut 

& Morehouse (1994) and Patton (2002). Open-ended interviews were the chosen 

method of data collection as this provides direct quotations from people chosen 

specifically for the study; this is known as purposeful sampling. The schedule 

addressed a variety of issues related to respondents’ experiences and opinions of 

sport and exercise since entering prison. In answering interview questions, 

respondents’ were asked to openly give their opinions, thoughts and feelings on their 

experiences in the gym environment both at Drake Hall and any previous institutions 

they had been incarcerated in.   
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Areas investigated during the interview included: 

• Participants’ history of physical activity before and during imprisonment (type 

of activity, frequency and duration); 

•  Feelings associated with participation, such as their likes and dislikes and 

personal outcomes including any qualifications gained.  For example how 

they felt after participation and any changes either physically or mentally they 

had felt over time;  

• Views and plans for participation in sport and exercise in the future; 

• Opinions on the role sport and exercise plays in prisoner rehabilitation, from a 

personal prospective as well as for other prisoners as part of a rehabilitation 

programme.  

 

3.7 - Data Analysis 

Grounded theory was chosen to study the role of PE, sport and exercise in prisons 

as it is a well established qualitative methodology which allows the emergence of a 

theory which can then aid in the understanding of the said phenomena (Strauss & 

Corbin, 1998). In addition the theory is established in grounded research and is an 

inductive design by where no presuppositions are applied and the dimensions and 

properties emerge from patterns identified from the raw data collected from the 

prisoners. Grounded theory has been used in previous studies using qualitative 

methods, specifically focus groups within this population (Plugge et al, 2006). The 

study reported that using this method of data analysis resulted in no significant 

incongruities between the thematic concepts identified as emerging from the 

material. 

Grounded theory is a qualitative method for emerging a theory based on systemic 

rigor and thoroughness from the beginning design through the data collection 

process and analysis, resulting in the production of a new theory (Patton, 2002). 

Glaser (2001) contends that the systematic process used by researchers using 

grounded theory ensures the reader knows exactly the process by which the theory 

has been generated. There is no predetermined hypothesis; there is only a research 

situation which a theory emerges from an attempt to understand the phenomena in 
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question through the identification of patterns and relationships in the data (Glaser, 

2001). These patterns then undergo conceptual ordering into properties and 

dimensions which are then placed into concepts and classified into categories which 

organises the integration of the theory.  

Strauss & Corbin (1998) sum up the benefits of grounded theory research by stating 

that: 

“…we are not speaking for our participants but rather are enabling them to 

speak in voices that are clearly understood and representative. Our theories, 

however incomplete, provide a common language (set of concepts) through 

which research participants, professionals, and others can come together to 

discuss ideas and find solutions to problems (Strauss & Corbin, 1998, p56). 

It has been stressed by Strauss & Corbin (1998) that when conducting qualitative 

research it is necessary to strike a balance between objectivity and sensitivity.  

Objectivity is needed in order to arrive at an impartial and accurate interpretation of 

the data and sensitivity is required to spot the subtle meanings and connections 

between the concepts.  

In order to control the intrusion of bias when analysing data and therefore 

maximising objectivity, a number of techniques were used. Firstly, the use of 

comparisons between both, incidents in the data and literature, or examples similar 

to the phenomenon of sport, exercise and PE in prisons. This did not act as another 

form of data but as a means of stimulating ideas for properties and dimensions 

leading to concepts. Secondly multiple viewpoints through interviewing several 

female inmates were obtained and compared. Thirdly, the theoretical explanations 

and concepts were always regarded as provisional and were reviewed with each 

coding stage. The final insurance to minimise subjectivity was to follow the 

procedures of making comparisons, asking questions and sampling based on 

theoretical concepts through skilful application as explained by Strauss & Corbin 

(1998). 

Strategies put in place to ensure sensitivity to the data were, firstly, to compare what 

the author thought was happening to what was seen at the property or dimensional 
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stage so as to use experience without putting the experience into the data. Secondly 

to ensure that it was not the authors’ perception of incidents but the actors’ 

perception of events. In addition the author’s previous experience of physical activity 

in a female prison increased sensitivity to the data and provided an awareness of 

terms and slang used by inmates (Strauss & Corbin, 1998). 

The coding paradigm used for this study followed the guidance of Strauss (1987) 

and Strauss & Corbin (1990). The first stage of the coding procedure is open coding 

which is the process of developing categories of concepts and themes emerging 

from the data. It is an ‘open process’ whereby the researcher engages in exploration 

with the data without any prior assumptions about what may be discovered.  

Microanalysis was used to examine single words, phrases or sentences which 

encouraged the researcher to be aware of how much information can be packed into 

small amounts of data. By using this form of analysis it prevented the interviewer 

from jumping to preconceived theoretical conclusions and assisted the analysis to 

consider alternative explanations (Strauss & Corbin, 1998). This stage of analysis is 

applied from the beginning, however is not conducted on every word and phrase 

covered in the interview. Rather it is a process of identifying relevant paragraphs in 

the text and then using line-by-line analysis to uncover categories with dimensions 

and properties (Strauss & Corbin, 1998). 

The second stage of the coding paradigm is axial coding and is the process of 

building connexions within categories and subcategories. This results in cumulative 

knowledge about relationships between the category and other categories and 

subcategories (Strauss, 1987). These can then be integrated to provide the 

theoretical framework underpinning the analysis.  

The final coding stage is known as selective coding and pertains to coding 

systematically and jointly for the core category. Selective coding narrows the 

analysis to focusing on only those codes that are sufficiently significant to the 

research questions and can be used in the development of a theory. It was at this 

stage that the researcher became clear of the connexions between the phenomena 

and which uncovered the presence of a structured flow which lead to the proposed 

theory.  




